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Abstract 
This paper shows how the economic crisis has impact in the social structures of 
European countries, measured by the public opinion. The subjective perceptions of 
social status have changed. In many countries, middle classes have experienced a 
decrease. The crisis generates two processes of dualization. The first gap is between 
European societies. The second is evolving inside the societies. These two processes are 
showed in Portugal, Spain, Italy, Great Britain and Turkey, the five IRSES2 European 
countries (UE). 
 
1. Introduction 
The economic crisis has impacted unevenly in European societies. Similarly, societies 
have been affected in very different ways in their social structure. To know the effect 
the crisis has had on society, and especially among the middle classes, data from public 
opinion surveys are used. The public opinion polls are especially suitable for studies on 
the status of the middle classes. Usually both excluded populations, or with difficult 
access, do not participate in surveys with population weight they deserve. But public 
opinion polls provide a good picture about the state of large swathes of middle class. It 
is well known the importance of the middle classes to provide clear support for 
democracy and social stability. In that sense, it is clear that the research presented here 
favors some areas of society. But for studying the impact of the crisis on the middle 
classes, the survey is one of the best methods. 
It is very easy to see how the crisis has affected very differently to European societies. 
For some countries, the crisis has had positive effects appreciating social promotion. In 
others, however the effects have been extremely detrimental to the middle class. In that 
sense, you can see a double dualization process. On the one hand the gap among the 
European more developed countries and those most affected by the crisis opens. 
Furthermore, within the countries affected by the crisis, an important social decline that 
generates an internal gap is appreciated. As previously noted, we are considering the 
case of the middle classes. It is clear that the effects of the lower classes have been 
particularly devastating. 
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2. The changes on the status structures in the European societies2 
The first consideration goes to compare the mean positions of subjective social status as 
reflected in European barometers. On a scale of one to ten, where one expresses the 
lowest social position and ten the highest social position, as can be seen, for several 
countries in the European Union there has been an average rise in social status. There 
has been a rise in the average social status. 
Country 
2009 
(Scale 1-10) 
2013 
(scale 1-10) 
Mobility 
 
 
Mean Mean Difference  
Portugal 5,27 4,19 -1,08 
Spain 5,95 5,13 -0,82 
Cyprus Rep. 5,51 4,82 -0,69 
Bulgaria 4,72 4,14 -0,58 
France 5,3 4,86 -0,44 
Greece 5,73 5,37 -0,36 
Slovakia 5,62 5,27 -0,35 
Poland 5,47 5,35 -0,12 
Great Britain 5,8 5,71 -0,09 
Italy 5,71 5,63 -0,08 
Czech Rep. 5,31 5,31 0 
Hungary 4,65 4,72 0,07 
Belgium 5,95 6,07 0,12 
Malta 5,37 5,62 0,25 
Irealnd 5,42 5,68 0,26 
Lithuania 5,17 5,46 0,29 
Finland 5,71 6,02 0,31 
Germany West 5,31 5,62 0,31 
Turkey 4,99 5,33 0,34 
Austria 5,55 5,9 0,35 
Denmark 5,91 6,31 0,4 
Latvia 4,9 5,3 0,4 
Luxembourg 5,46 5,89 0,43 
Romania 4,97 5,41 0,44 
Estonia 4,84 5,35 0,51 
Germany East 4,77 5,28 0,51 
Slovenia 4,9 5,51 0,61 
Sweden 6 6,63 0,63 
The Netherland 5,99 6,94 0,95 
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By contrast, it is clearly seen in other countries the decrease in the average of social 
status. The two most dramatic cases are, without a doubt that of the middle classes in 
Portugal and Spain. Their social declines were particularly steep. I mean, fast and deep. 
Thus, in the case of Portugal, there are decreases on social status from 5.2 to 4.1. For 
Spain, the decline is from an average of 5.9 to an average of 5.1. Other notable social 
declines have also occurred in Cyprus, Bulgaria, France and Greece for example. 
In other countries such as Britain, Italy, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Belgium, the 
status changes are not statistically significant for the overall population and could be 
explained by sampling variation. Social processes on improving middle classes are now 
rising in Ireland, Lithuania, Finland and Turkey. Higher social promotions occur for 
Sweden or Holland. The graph below shows the changes in the status structure of Dutch 
society, between 2009 and November 2013. 
 
It can be seen how the middle classes, in the case of Holland, showed a clear process of 
social ascent. 
We will then consider the case of the countries participating in the research network 
IRSES2. These countries are Spain, Portugal, Italy, Britain and Turkey. As can be seen 
in the following graphs, we find represented two countries with very strong social drops, 
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as in the case of Portugal and Spain, along with two other countries whose global 
changes are not statistically significant, and finally countries like Turkey where middle 
classes seem to experience a process of meaningful social ascent. 
While statistically significant overall changes were not seen in the case of Italy and 
Britain, as we will see in more detail, internal motilities are observed in the middle 
classes. 
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In terms of duality between countries of the European Union is more than evident the 
divergent process accentuated by the economic crisis. 
Considering now the internal mobility between social positions in the case of Italy, 
appears to have increased the percentage of individuals among the lowest in status, 
positions one and three. This downward movement is reinforced by the decline of 6% of 
the individuals that placed the position five middle classes. This downward movement 
is compensated for by a movement of upward by which the percentage of individuals 
who are located in the six positions is increased from 2009 to 1013 at 5%. Those 
increments can also be seen in the position of seven statuses. The hypothesis is that 
these increases are partly explained by the social decline of the highest positions 8, 9 
and 10. These two divergent movements of population increase on the middle class 
(which come from the decline in the upper middle classes mainly) and population 
growth in the low and lower middle classes makes the overall average does not change 
significantly. But behind global statistical significance in the changes, it seems to be a 
process of social mobility. 
Italy 
 
YEAR 
  
 
2009 2013 Total Difference 
Box 1 - lowest level in society 0,90% 1,70% 1,20% 0,80% 
Box 2 1,70% 2,20% 1,80% 0,50% 
Box 3 5,10% 5,50% 5,30% 0,40% 
Box 4 10,60% 10,60% 10,60% 0,00% 
Box 5 25,90% 19,80% 23,90% -6,10% 
Box 6 24,30% 29,50% 26,00% 5,20% 
Box 7 20,40% 23,70% 21,50% 3,30% 
Box 8 9,40% 6,50% 8,40% -2,90% 
Box 9 1,00% 0,20% 0,80% -0,80% 
Box 10 - highest level in society 0,60% 0,30% 0,50% -0,30% 
 
100,00% 100,00% 100,00% 
  
 
For Britain, there is equivalence with Italy, although with many more nuanced in its 
intensity. 
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Great Britain 
 
Year 
  
 
2009 2013 Total Difference 
Box 1 - lowest level in society 1,30% 0,70% 1,10% -0,60% 
Box 2 2,10% 1,20% 1,80% -0,90% 
Box 3 4,70% 5,90% 5,10% 1,20% 
Box 4 9,10% 9,50% 9,20% 0,40% 
Box 5 25,30% 27,20% 26,00% 1,90% 
Box 6 24,60% 27,30% 25,50% 2,70% 
Box 7 19,00% 18,00% 18,70% -1,00% 
Box 8 9,90% 7,70% 9,10% -2,20% 
Box 9 2,00% 0,70% 1,60% -1,30% 
Box 10 - highest level in society 2,00% 1,70% 1,90% -0,30% 
 
100,00% 100,00% 100,00% 
  
As we noted, the cases showing a very sharp downward mobility are Portugal and Spain. 
In the Spanish case a strong collapse of the upper middle classes, which are currently 
considered the middle class, position 5. However it is also seen a sharp increase in the 
percentages of social positions ranging from one to four, expressing the amount of this 
social decline. In the Spanish case is a process of social decline that affects all social 
positions of the middle class. 
Spain  
 
Year 
  
 
2009 2013 Total Difference 
Box 1 - lowest level in society 0,50% 1,70% 0,90% 1,20% 
Box 2 0,70% 3,20% 1,50% 2,50% 
Box 3 4,60% 7,60% 5,60% 3,00% 
Box 4 8,30% 14,80% 10,50% 6,50% 
Box 5 24,10% 36,50% 28,30% 12,40% 
Box 6 23,70% 20,80% 22,70% -2,90% 
Box 7 23,70% 11,20% 19,40% -12,50% 
Box 8 12,90% 3,00% 9,50% -9,90% 
Box 9 1,20% 0,10% 0,80% -1,10% 
Box 10 - highest level in society 0,40% 1,20% 0,70% 0,80% 
 
100,00% 100,00% 100,00% 
  
The case of Portugal remains the same pattern as the Spanish case, although the social 
decline experienced by the middle classes in Portugal started from a position of less 
elevated status. It should be remembered that part of the economic development of 
Spain was associated with the bubble that allowed very high standards of living.	  The 
	   10	  
case of Portugal, even within the same logic, shows how the sharp decline occurs from 
intermediate positions, such as positions 5 and 6. Significant increase in positions 1 
through 4, as well as a significant decrease in positions 5 to 10 is appreciated. Social 
collapse has been far more intense in the case of Portugal versus Spain. The gap process 
also occurs within the middle classes, opening a breach in the general process of social 
decline experienced by the middle class. 
Portugal 
 
YEAR 
 
Difference 
 
2009 2013 Total 
 Box 1 - lowest level in society 1,40% 4,70% 2,60% 3,30% 
Box 2 3,40% 11,20% 6,10% 7,80% 
Box 3 8,20% 22,30% 13,20% 14,10% 
Box 4 13,50% 18,60% 15,30% 5,10% 
Box 5 32,80% 24,10% 29,70% -8,70% 
Box 6 17,50% 8,60% 14,30% -8,90% 
Box 7 16,30% 6,80% 12,90% -9,50% 
Box 8 5,40% 3,20% 4,60% -2,20% 
Box 9 0,40% 0,20% 0,30% -0,20% 
Box 10 - highest level in society 1,00% 0,30% 0,80% -0,70% 
 
100,00% 100,00% 100,00% 
  
Of the five countries, only Turkey shows significant signs of upward mobility into the 
middle class, and from the middle classes. It is something that is seen in the negative 
signs between positions 1-5 and positive signs of growth that are seen in positions 6-8. 
Initially almost 12% of the population has improved their social position within that 
class. 
Turkey 
 
YEAR 
  
 
2009 2013 Total Difference 
Box 1 - lowest level in society 3,20% 1,40% 2,60% -1,80% 
Box 2 4,20% 3,30% 3,90% -0,90% 
Box 3 12,20% 10,40% 11,60% -1,80% 
Box 4 15,60% 13,60% 14,90% -2,00% 
Box 5 29,60% 25,80% 28,30% -3,80% 
Box 6 17,50% 20,60% 18,60% 3,10% 
Box 7 9,80% 14,00% 11,20% 4,20% 
Box 8 5,30% 9,50% 6,70% 4,20% 
Box 9 1,70% 0,80% 1,40% -0,90% 
Box 10 - highest level in society 0,90% 0,60% 0,80% -0,30% 
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100% 100,00% 100,00% 
  
3. Conclusion 
As we have seen, it is important to differentiate how the economic crisis has affected 
very differently to European societies. For some of them it was an important 
opportunity for social advancement in their middle classes. For others, the challenge is 
basically minimizing the damage that the economic crisis produced in the status 
structures of their societies. A third case tells us about the devastating effect of the 
crises on the middle classes in the Iberian Peninsula.	  	  
The impact of the crisis has increased the diversities among European societies. In that 
respect, is very important to evaluate how middle classes in Europe are not experiencing 
the same shocks. In the case of European societies, especially for some countries in the 
south of Europe, the impact of the crisis is devaluating the social structure of status. 
These processes have clear consequences in term of democracy support of political and 
economical alienation. 	  
4. Annexes 
ANOVAa 
D61 LEVEL IN SOCIETY - SELF PLACEMENT 
 
Suma de 
cuadrados gl 
Media 
cuadrática F Sig. 
Inter-grupos 4,179 1 4,179 1,801 ,180 
Intra-grupos 6730,574 2901 2,320   
Total 6734,753 2902    
a. NATION - ALL SAMPLES = Italy 
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ANOVAa 
D61 LEVEL IN SOCIETY - SELF PLACEMENT 
 
Suma de 
cuadrados gl 
Media 
cuadrática F Sig. 
Inter-grupos 5,539 1 5,539 2,133 ,144 
Intra-grupos 7323,981 2820 2,597   
Total 7329,520 2821    
a. NATION - ALL SAMPLES = Great Britain 
ANOVAa 
D61 LEVEL IN SOCIETY - SELF PLACEMENT 
 
Suma de 
cuadrados gl 
Media 
cuadrática F Sig. 
Inter-grupos 451,360 1 451,360 207,891 ,000 
Intra-grupos 6415,704 2955 2,171   
Total 6867,064 2956    
a. NATION - ALL SAMPLES = Spain 
 
ANOVAa 
D61 LEVEL IN SOCIETY - SELF PLACEMENT 
 
Suma de 
cuadrados gl 
Media 
cuadrática F Sig. 
Inter-grupos 771,293 1 771,293 286,938 ,000 
Intra-grupos 7695,787 2863 2,688   
Total 8467,080 2864    
a. NATION - ALL SAMPLES = Portugal 
ANOVAa 
D61 LEVEL IN SOCIETY - SELF PLACEMENT 
 
Suma de 
cuadrados gl 
Media 
cuadrática F Sig. 
Inter-grupos 78,345 1 78,345 26,081 ,000 
Intra-grupos 8780,572 2923 3,004   
Total 8858,917 2924    
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ANOVAa 
D61 LEVEL IN SOCIETY - SELF PLACEMENT 
 
Suma de 
cuadrados gl 
Media 
cuadrática F Sig. 
Inter-grupos 771,293 1 771,293 286,938 ,000 
Intra-grupos 7695,787 2863 2,688   
Total 8467,080 2864    
a. NATION - ALL SAMPLES = Turkey 
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